
STARFISH FOUNDATION PRESIDENT’S REPORT FOR 2021 

First, I’d like to extend a heartfelt thank you to my fellow board members (Dianne Young, Dawn Strobel, 
Rick Benoit, and Michelle Frost), and the chair of the Veterans Program Committee and Founder of Healing 
Warrior Hearts, Patricia Clason.  2021 proved to be another roller coaster ride, and by staying the course 
and finding new and improved ways to move forward within our mission, our hard work and dedication 
allowed us to accomplish great things.  Of course, we couldn’t do the important work of helping heal hearts 
without the generous support of our membership and community advocates – for that we are all very 
grateful! 

 

 

2021 Starfish Foundation Board of Directors with Healing Warrior Hearts Founder 

(Left to Right: Secretary Dawn (Sky) Strobel, Vice-President Dianne Young, Founder Patricia Clason,  
President Michelle Hawley, Treasurer Rick Benoit; missing At Large Member Michelle Frost) 

 
 

This was another challenging year for all of us – board members, volunteers, graduates, and those we 
commit to serving.  We continued to move forward, doing our best to find “normal” during a pandemic 
that I think we can all agree has somehow impacted each of us.  Returning to “normal” and holding 
weekend retreats was a welcomed positive change, especially after so many cancellations in 2020. 

Weekend Retreats 

While keeping informed and current regarding the ever-changing CDC COVID guidance, Patricia Clason 
and program instructors led numerous successful retreat weekends filled with healing and hope for all 
participants and staff.  Here is a summary of retreat attendance for 2021: 
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Program Month # Of 
Participants 

# Of 
Instructors 

# Of 
Staff 

Healing Warrior Hearts January 3 2 6 

Healing Warrior Hearts MST March 3 3 7 

Taking It Lightly May 1 2 8 

Healing Warrior Hearts June 2 2 8 

Taking It Lightly July 3 2 8 

Healing Warrior Hearts 
LGBTQ August 2 3 7 

Healing Warrior Hearts MST September 5 2 8 

Healing Warrior Hearts 
Couples December 4 3 10 

Totals   23 19 62 

 

In the interest of keeping everyone healthy and safe, retreat participation was intentionally limited.  Despite 
lower attendance requirements, a total of 23 participants went through Healing Warrior Hearts and Taking 
it Lightly programs at the Center for Creative Learning.  And of course, if you have ever staffed a weekend 
retreat, you know that it is almost certain that the amazing volunteers that contributed to the success of 
each retreat walked away with at least one lesson learned and with a lighter heart . . . I know I did. We are 
so very fortunate to have an amazing team of instructors, supervisors, and staff who work diligently to 
ensure the success of our retreats!  Please consider paying it forward and sign up to staff a weekend in 
2022 – your heart will thank you. 

Community 

In conjunction with our weekend retreats, we had numerous opportunities to get out into the community 
to network and spread the word about Healing Warrior Hearts and the Starfish Foundation.  Here is a 
summary of some of our efforts: 

The Memorial Day (Vietnam) Moving Wall was an amazing experience with lots of connections that resulted 
in one Taking It Lightly enrollment, $1061 general donations, $200 for Healing Warrior Hearts key chain 
sales, and a $250 donation to purchase a new tent.  Led by Board Vice-President Dianne Young and Kim 
Stuart and with the help of about a dozen volunteers, we were able to have a table for community outreach 
and support of Veterans and their families all day from Friday, May 29 through Monday, May 31.  
 
Another fun time was had by all at the annual Center picnic on July 17.  Many thanks to Diane Schroeder 
and Carl Mehciz for opening their lovely home to us for another year.  It is greatly appreciated!  Mark your 
calendars for our 2022 picnic to be held on July 23! 
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On August 1, the Milwaukee Milkmen once again invited Healing Warrior Hearts to be the Charity of the 
Game.  Healing Warrior Hearts graduate and co-supervisor, Kim Stuart, threw out the first pitch.  
Foundation Treasurer Rick Benoit led the fundraising efforts alongside Team Michelle (my amazing family 
that stepped up after I fell sick the day before the event – Heather Justham, Jay Justham, Korra Justham, 
and Mike Zakrzewski walked the aisles of Franklin Field selling 50/50 tickets and Katherine Justham and 
Jack Perry manned the ball toss sales).  A successful event, with the last-minute dedication of Dianne Young, 
who swooped in to save the day by bringing additional rolls of raffle tickets.  After an afternoon of purple 
family community and baseball, we raised approximately $1,100 and received an additional and 
unexpected $2,000 donation from All Star Honda.  Please mark your calendars for Sunday, May 29 as we 
join again with this amazing community partner – we’d love to expand our attendance and opportunity to 
connect with you! 
 
With the exciting and optimistic return of live music, we had the great honor of supporting our friend, 
Jason Moon and Warrior Songs at their CD release party for “The Last Thing We Ever Do” on August 8 at 
Historic Turner Hall.  Warrior Songs is a non-profit organization that brings hope and healing to Veterans 
through music and creative arts.  Select music from Warrior Songs is used during Healing Warrior Hearts 
retreats and Warrior Songs CDs are provided in the substantial “swag bag” gifted to each Healing Warrior 
Hearts program graduate. 

In response to the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, Patricia sprang into action bringing several 
organizations together to hold “The Afghanistan Conversation” at the War Memorial Center on August 23 
and August 30.  Presented by the Orban Foundation for Veterans, Advocate Aurora Veterans Program, the 
War Memorial Center and Healing Warrior Hearts, this event was a gathering of Veterans, military, and 
Gold Star families designed to discuss the impact of the withdrawal from Afghanistan.  Support teams were 
also on-site from Healing Warrior Hearts, Advocate Aurora Veterans Program, the Milwaukee VA Mental 
Health Division, and the Captain John D. Mason Veteran Peer Support Program with the Medical College 
of Wisconsin.  With the goal of emotional peace, following these events, Patricia also arranged three weeks 
of evening peer support conversation groups at the Center for Creative Learning that were staffed by 
facilitators from Healing Warrior Hearts, Captain John D. Mason Peer Support Program, R&R House, and 
the Vets Center. 

One of the most rewarding events of the year was the premiere of “Veterans Journey Home” by award-
winning production company Warrior Films and Frederick Marx (and his crew).  This free event was held on 
September 17 at the War Memorial thanks to the Starfish Foundation, Healing Warrior Hearts, and the 
Veterans Health Coalition.  The occasion included a complementary box dinner from Mission BBQ followed 
by the special screening of three of five films in the “Veterans Journey Home” series.  This included “Ben’s 
Story” and “Kalani’s Story” – two featured Healing Warrior Hearts graduates through their struggles and 
transformations into civilian life after war.  The screening was followed by a question-and-answer session 
with Producer Frederick Marx, Ben Singleton, Ozzie Broadhead, and our very own Patricia Clason.  The 
event was well attended by members of the Milwaukee Area Veteran community.   

On a personal note, I am aware that at times this important and tireless work can seem undervalued and 
unappreciated.  It was a magnificent moment to see my friend Patricia and her many years of hard work 
and dedication to the military community showcased on the big screen (and witnessed by her daughter 
Secily Clason and her Healing Warrior Hearts family).  To learn more about this impactful series, we 
encourage you to visit https://warriorfilms.org/veterans-journey-home/. 

https://warriorfilms.org/veterans-journey-home/
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Giving Tuesday started early 2021.  With the aid of the Jumpstart Grant received from Network for Good 
and a new donor management system, we gained new tools to make Giving Tuesday better than ever 
before – and we did!  Many thanks to Patricia, Jay Edgar, and Rick Benoit for all their advanced efforts in 
getting the data (contact information for graduates, donation information, etc.) into new platform.  When 
it was time to prepare our messaging and get out the word, Dianne Young and Michelle Frost, did an 
excellent job staying active and engaged on social media.  The board also had an opportunity, along with 
Healing Warrior Hearts co-supervisor (and Executive Director of Veterans for Diversity), Kim Stuart, for a 
little fun while creating videos used for the Giving Tuesday campaign.  Like with many first-time 
experiences, we came away with some important lessons for how to improve the campaign for next year 
and gratitude for all of donors and contributions received. 

Dressed in hats, gloves, scarves, multiple layers, and big winter coats, on December 11, Patricia, Kim Stuart, 
and I had another fun year interacting with the sponsors and donors of Fill the Boat.  Donors brought paper 
products, individually wrapped snacks, cash donations, etc. to benefit our Healing Warrior Hearts 
weekends.  A big thank you to the sponsors, Reeds Marine and Whiskey Ranch of Delavan and their staff 
for another amazing event!  There was some talk of doing this event in July (perhaps in conjunction with 
the “Day on the Lake” event that Reed’s Marine sponsored in July 2021 – which was also a wonderful day 
of enjoying the weather, the water, and good friends).  Be sure to keep your eyes open for this fun 
opportunity! 

The year ended with another successful Operation Grateful Giving.  Like last year, we were not permitted 
to access the Milwaukee VA because of COVID.  However, this did not stop 20 members from our 
community from stuffing 300 gift bags for patients who were unable to go home for the holidays.  The gift 
bags were then loaded and delivered the next morning to the VA by a few little elves with purple hats 
(Patricia, Ben Singleton, Ellen Kozel, Angie Heding, Secily Clason, and me).  This year’s event was done in 
partnership with Rolling Thunder Chapter 2, Di and Gary Philippi, Warrior Songs, Liquid Mind, Humana, 
Hartland Hospice, Gail Teigeiro, No Veteran Left Behind, Unit 18 Auxiliary, Milwaukee County Behavior 
Health, and many other donors too numerous to list.  It is always humbling to see so many people willing 
to give of their time, love, and talents, to show gratitude for our local veterans during the holidays, 
especially during these challenging times.  I’m crossing my fingers that we get to do this one in person 
next year – it is definitely one of my favorite events and I’m so grateful to participate!   

As you can see, we continue to actively spread the word about the Starfish Foundation, Healing Warrior 
Hearts, and connect with the community.  We would love for you to join us this year.  It doesn’t have to be 
EVERY event.  Perhaps make a commitment to staff one weekend or staff a shift at one of the many outreach 
events we hope to return in 2022 (Locust Street Days, National Nights Out, State Fair Military Appreciation 
Day, Day on the Lake, Milwaukee Milkmen game, Operation Grateful Giving, etc.).  Of course, donations 
are always welcomed AND we want to see you!  We could always use help with fundraising or social media. 

Do you know you can do something TODAY to help?  Besides showing up for this meeting – thank you – I 
request you go to your social media accounts (after the meeting, of course) and connect with the public 
Starfish Foundation and Healing Warrior Hearts pages.  If you are already connected with those platforms, 
like and share with your connections.  YOU can help us spread the word, and it’s easy! 

In closing, as we continue to navigate through these difficult times, please take care of yourself and those 
you love.  Show gratitude and patience with those with whom you have contact – you never know how 
these challenging times may be impacting them.  We come together in this community because most of 
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us have come through difficult times before and/or choose to be of service to those who need emotional 
healing.  Because we have chosen this path, we have been provided with many tools to aid in moving 
forward (and helping others along the way).  Please remember the lessons and your rosters, they have been 
proven to lift hearts and to save lives. 

Thank you for your continued support, we cannot do this important work without you! 

Respectfully submitted, 

Michelle R. Hawley 
President, Starfish Foundation 


